Purpose -The purpose of this paper is to evaluate and assess the awareness and extent of the use of social networking sites (SNSs) by the students and research scholars of universities of North India. Design/methodology/approach -The study is a questionnaire-based survey on the usage of SNSs among the students and research scholars of the universities of North India. The data of the study were collected through questionnaires, which were personally distributed to the identified population, i.e. undergraduate students, postgraduate students and research scholars, by the authors. The survey was based on a sample of 610 questionnaires; of which, 486 questionnaires were received, having a response rate of 79.67 per cent. Findings -The study showed that all the respondents were found to be aware of and making use of such applications in their academic affairs. It was revealed from the study that Facebook is the most popular SNS by all categories of respondents. To determine the purpose of SNSs, it emerged that SNSs are mostly used for entertainment and communication. The study also found that the majority of respondents were aware about the security aspects of SNSs. It signifies that excessive time consumption and fear of misusing personal information were the major hurdles in the way of accessing SNSs.
Introduction
Social networking sites (SNSs) are the virtual space among people who mutually share information and use it as an effective means of communication. It is a relationship between people who belong to different religions as well as regions, but with similar objectives. Social networking is possible in schools, colleges, universities or in any workplace among people of common interests. The SNSs refer to a wide range of rapidly developing services, tools and practices. It can be broadly defined as Internet-or mobile device-based social spaces designed to facilitate communication, collaboration and content sharing across networks of contacts' (www.Digizen.org). The OCLC (2007) defines SNSs as websites primarily designed to facilitate interaction between users who share interests, attitudes and activities, such as Facebook, Mixi and MySpace. Boyd and Ellison (2007) , who have enormously contributed in this field, define SNSs as web-based services that allow individuals to:
• construct a public or semi-public profile within a bound system; • articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection; and • view and traverse their list of connections and those made by others within the system.
The nature and nomenclature of these connections may vary from site to site. Because of the simple interface of these sites, any user can create their own account or profile by filling up personal information on a particular SNS and share them with friends, colleagues, professionals, teachers and employees. The acts of Friending (making friends online and sharing their interests with them) is the central behaviour of all types of SNSs (Landis, 2010) . Today, there are various SNSs available on the Internet such as Facebook, MySpace, Bebo, YouTube, LinkedIn, Orkut, Googleϩ (Google Plus), Flickr, Twitter and Ning as collaborative tools for sharing and exchanging information. Some information technology (IT)-based companies recruit employees through an evaluation of their profile on SNSs and by conducting a market research. The online community on these websites share common issues such as news, hobbies, religion and culture. In a nutshell, SNSs are the new avatar of e-communication to the mass people for the two-way communication of exchange, interactions and sharing all kinds of information seamlessly. In addition, because of its dynamism, SNSs became an integral part of the academic community, especially the youth, for exchanging and sharing their news, ideas and innovations in real time for quick responses and awareness (Singh and Gill, 2012) . The study has been conducted to explore the awareness and extent of the use of SNSs among the academicians. It has also covered various inclusive aspects which are encountered by the users while accessing these sites.
Objectives of the study
The main objective of this study is to investigate the usage of SNSs by the students and research scholars of select universities of North India. This study encompasses the following specific objectives:
• to find out the most popular SNSs being used by the students and research scholars; • to find out the most used tools/gadgets for accessing SNSs;
• to know the purpose of the use of SNSs by students and research scholars; • to find out the nature of membership on SNSs;
• to identify what are the engagements while accessing these sites; • to recognize the awareness level regarding security concerns; • to explore the problems being faced by students and research scholars while using SNSs; and • to suggest the means and ways for making effective use of SNSs.
Scope of the research
This study covers the population from the select universities of North India. The survey was based on various types of users, such as undergraduate (UG) students, postgraduate (PG) students and research scholars in the field of sciences, social sciences and humanities. The following universities and their departments have been covered:
• Guru Nanak Dev University (GNDU), Amritsar (Punjab). www.gndu.ac.in • Kurukshetra University (KU), Kurukshetra (Haryana). www.kuk.ac.in • University of Delhi (DU), New Delhi (Delhi). www.du.ac.in • Panjab University (PU), Chandigarh (Chandigarh). http://puchd.ac.in/ 4. Significance of the study Web 2.0 technologies have been developed as a user-centric and participative model of the Internet services, where amateurs can create the contents of websites. It has provided various tools, like blogs, wiki, rich site summary and SNSs. Social networking technology has a vast field of the study. It is the latest phenomenon among the younger generation, and it has been proved beyond doubt that this is a new platform for information sharing and communication among peers. Over the past two or three years, this media has been established as one of the robust platforms amongst the Indian communities. SNSs are mostly used by the younger people who have enrolled themselves in various academic fields. Most of the institutes have become members of this media and utilize their applications to provide the appropriate services to their users. While conducting the review on the topic, it was observed that none of the comprehensive studies has been conducted on this topic, particularly on India. Therefore, the study entitled "Role and Users' Approach to Social Networking Sites (SNSs): A Study of Universities of North India" has been undertaken by authors to determine the use and awareness of SNSs among students and research scholars in select North Indian universities. Hence, the study is worth, justifiable and enlightens the salient findings on the topic, which will be very useful for researchers in this area. Atulomah and Onuoha (2011) surveyed the librarians in university libraries in Ogun State, Nigeria, regarding the use of collective intelligence in online social networks and the awareness and purpose of using online social networking. The study shows that a majority of the respondents (97.5 per cent) were aware about the online social networking, and Facebook is the most used and the most effective network for advancing the library profession. It has been perceived that lack of knowledge of social networks, waste of time and privacy issues are the main hindrances for using these sites. They also suggest that librarians make online social networks more professionally oriented by using them extensively for sharing work experiences and challenges. Bicen and Cavus (2010) evaluated the Internet usage of students in the Department of Computer Education Instructional Technology and found the SNSs that are most preferred by the students. The study revealed that the use and sharing of knowledge on the Internet is an integral part of our lives. Live Spaces and Facebook are the commonly used sites by the students. A study by Brady et al. (2010) emphasizes on the educational benefits of SNSs in general and, particularly, Ning. They also focussed on the graduate distance learners regarding the benefits of Ning and suggested guidance and direction on how to best utilize SNSs to meet the needs of students in distance education courses. The study finds that SNSs provide significant e-learning benefits in their courses. Ning provides a collaborative and communicative platform with peers and colleagues at the workplace. Luo (2010) studied that social networking websites (SNWs) are the most popular venue for students for socializing with peers and are considered to be a productive channel for establishing social networks among students. It would be
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Social networking sites pertinent to mention that lack of time and large variety of choices are the major impediments of students for their engagements with SNWs. The study suggests taking more benefits from the existing media to ensure the presence of the school on these sites, to increase the awareness regarding these programmes and to provide instructions and tutorials for making the optimum use of these websites. Roblyer et al. (2010) conducted a comparative study among college faculties and students regarding the use and perception of Facebook. They found that the students were most likely to use Facebook for communicating with friends, and it may favour supporting classroom work rather than faculty work. As compared to students, faculties prefer in using e-mail technology. Lack et al. (2009) investigated the usage of social networking by UG psychology major. They found that a majority of the students were using Facebook, and their account information was publicly accessible and that some users' profiles included content of a questionable nature on their publicly viewable accounts. They suggest the need to provide formal education to students regarding the use of these sites. Pempek et al. (2009) , in their study, found the information about how much, why and how college students use these SNSs. The results show that Facebook is the most popular website among young adults. Coyle and Vaughn (2008) examined the literature on SNSs and conducted a survey on how students are engaged in social networking. They found that the main purpose of using SNSs is to keep in touch and communicate with friends. Boyd and Ellison (2007) described the comprehensive concept, definition and features of SNSs. They also presented the historical development of these sites and the changes that took place over the passage of time and discussed the recent scholarship on SNSs, highlighting the key work and offering suggestions for further research in the concerned areas.
Methodology adopted
The study is a questionnaire-based survey of usage of SNSs among the students of universities in North India. The sample consisted of 610 students including research scholars of universities of North India, randomly selected from all disciplines. The data for the study were collected through the structured questionnaires, which were personally distributed amongst the respondents consisting of UG students, PG students and research scholars by the researchers, visiting them several times. In total, 610 questionnaires were distributed among the respondents; of which, 486 questionnaires were received back, having a response rate of 79.67 per cent. Table I , under the analysis and discussion of the study, shows the data of distributed questionnaires and their responses among universities.
Analysis of research and interpretation
The collected data through the questionnaire have been thoroughly organized, scrutinized and tabulated by using simple statistical methods, and their analysis along with interpretations have been discussed in the following consecutive tables. Table I represents the combined data on sample size, gender and age groups of the respondents in respective universities. The sample shows that 610 questionnaires were distributed amongst the users of selected universities, in which 486 questionnaires were received back, having a response rate of 79.67 per cent. The maximum responses, i.e. 85.71 per cent, were received by the PU respondents. The data regarding gender show that the number of female respondents is higher in all the universities except PU. On the (43) 48 (48) 08 (8) 01 (1 Table II demonstrates the data of various categories of respondents. The study finds that 294 users, i.e. 60.4 per cent respondents, are PGs, which are in majority. Table III shows the data related to the commonly used SNSs by the respondents. The survey finds that Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Orkut and Googleϩ are more common and widely used by the respondents. While the responses about the use of other SNSs such as MySpace, Hi5, Friendster, Flickr, Window Live, LinkedIn and Slideshare are least used. Hence, the study concludes that Facebook (84.7 per cent) has more stakeholders in terms of usage by the different categories of users followed by YouTube (43.6 per cent). Table IV presents the information about the types of electronic gadgets being used by the respondents, while accessing SNSs. It is depicted from the said table that laptops emerged as major tools for accessing SNSs, followed by personal computers (PCs) (Desktop). SNSs are used for a variety of reasons by the respondents. It is the observed that the majority of the respondents, i.e. 49.7 per cent, are using SNSs for their entertainment, followed by communication with their family members and friends (Table VI) . The study found that, although respondents are using SNSs for entertainment, indirectly, they have gained numerous benefits from them.
Table VII indicates the time period for which the respondents are using SNSs. The study found that 27.7 per cent respondents are connected with SNSs from the time period of 1-2 years, followed by more than three years. Thus, the result indicates that SNSs have gained popularity among the respondents from the past 2-3 years.
Table VIII reveals the average time spent by the respondents on SNSs. The study has found that the majority of respondents, i.e. 70.1 per cent, are using SNSs for about an hour, followed by 1-3 hours. It indicates that users are logged on SNSs to merely check their profile status and other updates rather than spend more time on it. 
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Social networking sites Table IX indicates the probable place where the respondents are accessing SNSs. The study finds that home is the most preferred place for accessing SNSs by all categories of respondents, followed by hostel. SNSs are providing numerous functions and services to the users. Table X indicates the worthwhile functions of SNSs which are being used by the respondents. Profile surfing, downloading, uploading and sharing photos/videos, browsing friends and adding them into their friends list, posting messages to their friends, chatting, downloading and using applications are the main functions of SNSs which are being used by the majority of the respondents. Thus, the study has found that chatting is the core function of SNSs which is the most used by all respondents, followed by photo/ video sharing. Table XI explores the friendship nature of respondents on SNSs. The study finds that a high percentage of (76.9 per cent) respondents have personal friends on SNSs, followed by family members.
Table XII represents the profile visibility of their account on SNSs. Hence, the study finds that the majority of the respondents, i.e. 68.9 per cent, gave privileges to only their friends for accessing profile information of their account. Table XIII shows the involvement of respondents in other activities while accessing SNSs. It has been found that 54.3 per cent respondents are engaged in the Internet browsing and searching while accessing SNSs, followed by mobile conversation. Hence, the study indicates that the respondents are actively holding their presence on SNSs while working on the Internet. Table XIV represents the academic proficiency of SNSs. The study finds that 65.4 per cent of the respondents accepted that SNSs are proven to be effective tools for communication with others, followed by assisting in studies and learning. Table XV shows the awareness level of respondents regarding the security aspects while using SNSs. It reveals that 50.2 per cent respondents protect their account by avoiding friend requests from unfamiliar persons, followed by avoidance of fake accounts. Table XVI represents the hurdles which are being faced by the respondents while accessing SNSs. Hence, the study finds that 37.2 per cent respondents accepted that the use of SNSs is merely a time-wasting process, followed by fear of misusing personal information. 
Results and discussions
The following findings have been drawn from the analysis and interpretation of the data for bringing the comprehensive findings that are exploratory in nature according to its headings. 
Categories of respondents
The study has covered three types of users, i.e. UG students, PG students and research scholars, in which, PG students, i.e. 60.4 per cent, were in majority (Table II) . While, correspondingly, "comparative study among college faculty and students regarding use and perception of Facebook", by Roblyer et al. (2010) , also finds that students more often used Facebook, whereas the faculty preferred using the e-mail technology. Therefore, this fact witnesses that the young generation is more active on this media, and they have extensively used these sites in their social, academic and daily life activities.
Commonly used SNSs
On the behalf of users' response, it is observed that Facebook (84.7 per cent) is the most popular SNS amongst all categories of respondents, followed by YouTube (Table III) . The study conducted by Akyildiz and Argan (2011) also found the similar findings that 93.8 per cent of the respondents reported that they have a Facebook account and they were using it for the past two years. In this regard, Hampton et al.'s (2011) The Survey Report of Pew Internet and American Life Project (2011) reveals that 92 per cent of SNS users are on Facebook, 29 per cent use MySpace, 18 per cent use LinkedIn and 13 per cent use Twitter. Therefore, Facebook is the universally recognized SNS among Internet users. Hence, this study signifies that it should be adopted by business, industry, government and private organizations and academic community to provide services to the target users, where it will prove to be a valuable tool for sharing, collaboration and communication.
Tools
The study finds that the majority of the respondents, i.e. 58.6 per cent, used laptops, followed by PCs, for accessing SNSs. Through this study, a significant development has been observed that mobile phones are fast gaining popularity to access the SNSs because of frequent use of mobiles by the youth and having embedded features for accessing SNSs. It is also observed that in the remote areas, laptop, PCs and the Internet connection are difficult to approach; hence, the mobiles are popular to access SNSs (Table IV) .
Source of information
The study observed that Friends are a prime source of information for learning/knowing about the SNSs. It has also emerged that 68.9 per cent respondents got information about SNSs from their friends, followed by reading about SNSs in the newspapers and magazines. SNSs have simple and user-friendly features which are more flexible in both configuration and functionality. Hence, the respondents felt that there is no need for any formal training to learn about this media. (Table V) 
Purpose
The main objective of the SNSs is to provide an interactive environment to communicate with peers and get useful information. The study found that the majority of the respondents, i.e. 49.7 per cent, are using SNSs for their entertainment, followed by communications with their family members and friends (Table VI) . Earlier, a similar study by Olasina (2011) also found that Nigerian professionals were using these tools mostly for entertainment purposes. Another study by Luo (2010) reveals that SNWs are the most popular venue for students to socialize with peers and are considered to be a 29 Social networking sites productive channel for establishing social networks among students. Brandtzaeg and Heim (2009) finds that the three most popular reasons for using SNSs are to get in contact with new people (31 per cent), keep in touch with their friends (21 per cent) and general socializing (14 per cent). Further study also finds a fact, which is based on the direct recommendation/suggestion, that SNSs are the vehicles of communication and should be used for academic and research purposes rather than entertainment and getting engaged in chatting, thereby wasting their precious time. SNSs are the most powerful media for sharing and exchanging information, and, therefore, it should be used to raise a voice and create an awareness among the societies and connected groups against the social issues like corruption, protection of girl child and violence against women.
Period
The study concluded that the majority of the respondents, i.e. 27.7 per cent, were associated with SNSs from 1 to2 years, followed by more than three years (Table VII) .
Time spent
The study explores that the majority of the respondents, i.e. 70.16 per cent, spent about 1 hour, followed by 1-3 hours (Table VIII) . The study by Miller et al. (2010) gauged that 60 per cent respondents reported that they visit these sites multiple times a day.
Place of access of SNSs
The study indicates that home is the preferred place for accessing SNSs by 56.7 per cent respondents, followed by hostels (40.5 per cent). The study also indicates that adequate information and communication technology (ICT) infrastructure is available at the respondents' home for accessing SNSs (Table IX) .
Functions
It specifies that the majority of the respondents, i.e. 44 per cent, were found to be using chatting facility more on SNSs, followed by photo/video sharing (Table X) . Richter and Koch (2008) , in their study, identified the basic functionality of SNSs into following categories; identity management, expert finding, context awareness, contact management, network awareness and exchange, and further in the survey, they found that exchange (e.g. messages and photo album, 81.3 per cent) and network awareness (news feeds, 74.6 per cent) are identified as the most significant function of SNSs. Anderson (2010) , in his article, prepared a function matrix of nine SNSs and identified which are more common to each other. It is further suggested to encourage groups and communities which are helping in studies, learning and creating new knowledge to the communities.
Friendship nature
The respondents have added numerous types of friends on SNSs. The study found that 76.9 per cent respondents have personal friends on SNSs, followed by family members (Table XI) . The study also indicates that very few respondents are interested in making strangers as friends. The study by Schaefer (2008) also supports that social network is mainly composed of majority of acquaintance (28.7 per cent) and work colleagues (27.2 per cent). This finding widely supports the view of Boyd and Ellison (2007) , where they stated that they most probably used the term, social network sites instead of SNSs because these sites are primarily for connecting existing friends rather than for networking with strangers.
Profile visibility
The study finds that the majority of the respondents, i.e. 68.9 per cent, gave privileges to only their friends for accessing profile information of their account, followed by anyone (Table XII) . The findings of this study are also supported by the study of Lack et al. (2009) , which investigated that the majority of students use Facebook, their account information is publicly accessible and some users' profiles have content of a questionable nature on their publicly viewable accounts.
Engagements
While accessing SNSs, respondents were found to be involved in various activities such as 54.3 per cent respondents were engaged in Internet browsing and searching, followed by mobile conversation. (Table XIII) 
Academic efficiency
The results reveals that 65.4 per cent respondents accepted that SNSs are effective tools of communication, followed by helping in studies and learning. (Table XIV) 8.14 Security anxieties SNSs are the most powerful platforms of communication among friends, colleagues, relatives and family members. The users' community of these sites has kept plenty of information on them. Sometimes, users tend to forget their security measures regarding unauthorized usage of these sites. These reasons motivate or attract malicious people who seek to exploit the information. In this concern, various safety measure techniques are provided by the respective SNSs which have been followed by the users from time to time. Thus, the study concluded that 50.2 per cent respondents secure their account by avoiding friendship requests from unfamiliar persons, followed by avoiding fake accounts (Table XV) . To secure users' personal information, SNSs avoid the membership of various application programmes which access the personal information of users.
Problems
The survey results found that 37.24 per cent respondents assumed that time consumption is the major hurdle in the way of accessing SNSs, followed by fear of misusing their personal information (Table XVI) . A study by Mohamed et al. (2011) also demonstrated that lack of security and privacy is the main hindrance in using these sites. Findings of the study by Luo (2010) also support that lack of time and large variety of choices are major impediments of students for their engagements with SNWs.
Research implications
The survey reveals that the majority of the respondents were found to be aware about this new media, as they are using the SNSs for various purposes such as entertainment, communicating with friends and finding useful information. The study also signifies that the majority of the respondents are closely associated with this media for a considerably long time, and the popularity of this media is gaining high momentum and
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Social networking sites phenomenal increase among the users, especially the youth. To make the study more informative, useful and significant, the following implications have been drawn:
• This study will create awareness among library and information professionals to adopt this media in their work culture for an interactive communication with their users, to enhance IT skills and competencies and keep in touch with their peer professionals.
• The academic institutions should create their account on SNSs and disseminate academic information needed for students.
• The information literacy/orientation programmes should be conducted regularly for their users to make more effective use of SNSs and interlinked with e-learning programmes.
• Libraries' websites should be enabled with SNSs to provide an interactive environment to their clients, disseminating the new products and information services to their users.
• The ICT infrastructures should be strengthened to provide the ICT-based services for distant learners by the universities in India.
• The colleges/universities/government departments should also enable their websites to SNSs to bring transparency in their functioning and a participatory approach of the public.
• The universities should conduct seminars, conferences and workshops on this topic frequently.
• Further study should be conducted on the entire aspects/components of Web 2.0 technologies rather than SNSs. Otherwise, a comprehensive study should also be conducted at the national level.
Conclusion
In summation, SNSs are the wider aspects of Web 2.0 technologies, which is the most popular medium among the students and researchers. These provide various features for an interactive communication. The study has been conducted comprising the students of North Indian universities having a sizeable population. It signifies that the young generation is actively participating in the activities of SNSs. The study also finds that all the respondents were found to be aware and making use of such applications in their research and academic works. It was revealed from the study that Facebook is the most popular SNS by all the category of respondents. To determine the purpose of SNSs, it finds that SNSs are mostly used for entertainment and communication. The study observed that the majority of the respondents were aware about the security aspects of SNSs. It signifies that time consumption and fear of misusing personal information are the major hurdles in the way of accessing SNSs. It is also an area of common interest for libraries. 
